Ec-centric Women: Angela Carter and the Short Story Anthology by Vecino, Aleix Tura
 
Journal of the Short Story in English
Les Cahiers de la nouvelle 
71 | Autumn 2018
Special Section: The Short Story in Context, and Varia







Presses universitaires de Rennes
Printed version
Date of publication: 1 December 2018





Aleix Tura Vecino, « Ec-centric Women: Angela Carter and the Short Story Anthology », Journal of the
Short Story in English [Online], 71 | Autumn 2018, Online since 01 December 2020, connection on 04
December 2020. URL : http://journals.openedition.org/jsse/2183 
This text was automatically generated on 4 December 2020.
© All rights reserved
Ec-centric Women: Angela Carter
and the Short Story Anthology
Aleix Tura Vecino
1 Short  story  criticism  is  only  beginning  to  think  about  the  publishing  form  of  the
anthology as a significant context in the study of short fiction. Yet, attention to this
genre is key to understand the full extent of the functions that the short story has
fulfilled and continues to fulfil in our culture. Whilst many critics have remarked upon
the instrumentality  of  anthologies  in  securing the commercial  success  of  the  short
form,1 some have more recently argued that the genre plays a major role in expanding
the  cultural  remit  and  relevance  of  the  short  story,  and  that  the  anthology  has  a
significant  influence  on  the  development  of  short  fiction  as  a  literary  form  more
broadly. In her 2015 article, “Variety in Unity, Unity in Variety,” Kasia Boddy pointed
to the increasing importance of short story anthologies in the twentieth century due to
their capacity to work as “metaphors” for the “cultural pluralism” which has come to
characterise many societies in the West in general and in the US more particularly
(147-48). And Mark McGurl, to give another example, explains in his 2009 study of the
development of  American fiction after  1945 how a number of  authors and creative
writing teachers in the 1960s began to adapt their work to be included in the short
story anthologies which they themselves “frequently used in the classroom,” fusing
and confusing current notions of the good or valuable short story with those of the
anthology-piece (191).
2 Following this fresh wave of investigation, yet also marking a new direction within it,
this article focuses on Angela Carter’s work as an editor of short story anthologies to
show  how  the  genre  played  an  important,  yet  thoroughly  ignored,  part  in  the
advancement of her ideas on gender identity.  Representations of gender in Carter’s
oeuvre have been frequently studied through the lens of poststructuralism. They are
often seen to be invested in challenging stable gender binaries whereby the signifier
“men” or “women” denotes some sort of natural or essential identity. Joan Travenna
has signalled, in relation to this, the extent to which studies of “the presentation of
gender  identity  in  Angela  Carter’s  fiction  [frequently  draw]  on the  ‘performativity’
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theories  of  Judith  Butler”  (267).  She  points  to  the  ease  with  which  Butler’s
characterisation  of  gender  appears  to  accommodate  the  “overt  theatricality”  and
“linguistic  self-consciousness”  that  distinguishes  an  important  number  of  Carter’s
female  characters  (267).  Although  Carter’s  engagement  with  performative
understanding of gender and identity can be traced back to at least the publication of
Fireworks in  1974,  critics  have  tended  to  see  it  as  a  feature  particularly  salient  in
Carter’s later fiction.2 However, their accounts consistently fail to take notice of one of
the texts published over that same period of time in which Carter pursues the idea of
“woman” as a non-essential category most clearly and originally: her 1986 short story
anthology Wayward Girls  and Wicked Women.  This paper revises this by showing how
Carter uses the form of the anthology not only to highlight women’s contribution to
the short story, but also to engage with and advance a poststructuralist approach to
conceptualisations of gender. More specifically, I argue that Carter takes advantage of
the heterogeneous and polyphonic nature of the short story anthology to build what I
describe  as  an  ec-centric  textual  space,  which  allows  her  to  challenge  essentialist
notions of womanhood. 
3 Drawing attention to Carter’s collection in this way has more advantages than filling in
a gap in Carter’s criticism. In the second and final part of this article, I connect Wayward
Girls and Wicked Women not so much with the rest of Carter’s literary production, but
with a number of short story anthologies published around the same time as Carter’s
and with the same publishing house, Virago Press. I show that these anthologies are
realised  in  a  similar  way  to  that  by  Carter  and,  in  the  light  of  this,  I  argue  for  a
revaluation of the genre’s cultural significance. I propose that women-only short story
anthologies offered unique ways to conceptualise and disseminate changing ideas on
women and the feminine taking place in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Consequently,
they can and need to be considered as active agents in the paradigm shift regarding the




4 Carter opens her introduction to Wayward Girls and Wicked Women by examining the title
she has given to her anthology. She wonders what it means, exactly, to be a “wayward
girl” or a “wicked woman” in order to show, subsequently, that these phrases provide a
somewhat awkward rationale for the set of stories that make up the collection. Early in
the discussion, she advances the thesis that “on the whole, morality as regards woman
has  nothing  to  do  with  ethics;  it  means  sexual  morality  and  nothing  but  sexual
morality” (x). She then goes on to explain:
To be a wayward girl usually has something to do with pre-marital sex; to be a
wicked woman has something to do with adultery. This means it is far easier for a
woman to lead a blameless life than it is for a man; all she has to do is avoid sexual
intercourse like the plague. What hypocrisy! (x)
5 Carter’s linking of women’s morality with sex implicitly indicts the patriarchal mindset
as  the  origin  of  this  connection.  The  commentary  serves  to  characterise  the
paradigmatic definition of “wayward girls” and “wicked women” as one established
from a patriarchal set of  beliefs.  As a reaction to this,  Carter declares that she has
refused to include stories that adhere to this specific model: “I have been careful to
select bad girls who are not sexual profligates” (x). The one exception she allows to this
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rule  is  constituted  by  her  own  contribution  to  the  collection,  “The  Loves  of  Lady
Purple,” which features as its main character a marionette who personifies the femme
fatale  stereotype.  In  her  glossing  of  the  story,  Carter  admits  to  her  heroine  being
“sexually  profligate in a  thoroughly reprehensible  manner” (x),  yet  she also makes
clear that the peculiar ontological status of the protagonist—her being a puppet—works
to reinforce the editor’s subversive project. Indeed, the only woman featured in these
stories who is a “sexual profligate” is not only not a woman, but significantly a product
of the puppet-master’s, and therefore a man’s, imagination. As Carter puts it: “She is a
puppet, and a man made her, and made up her entire biography” (x). 
6 Through this  way of  proceeding,  Carter  is  carrying out  two different  operations at
once. On the one hand, the title she gives to the anthology, and her commentary on the
reader’s  expectations  that  are  attached  to  it,  functions  to  locate  and  fix  the
hypothetical centre of the collection. The suggestion is that stories about women with
reckless sexual behaviour constitute the archetypal manifestation of the overarching
theme that the phrases “wayward girls” and “wicked women” set for the text. On the
other hand, she voids the anthology of precisely that centre through the selection of
stories she decides to include in it. In resisting the incorporation of pieces that fulfil the
“sexual profligates” paradigm, and featuring instead only stories which consistently
downplay the reader’s expectations by addressing the theme from surprising angles,
Carter prevents the actual realisation of a centre. In other words, we could say that the
centre of  the anthology is  defined as  lacking;  or  else  that  Carter  constructs  an ec-
centric anthology.
7 The ec-centric, as the OED defines it, does not refer to that which has no centre but,
rather, to that which disagrees with the centre, has “little in common” with it, or else
has its “point[s]  of support … otherwise than centrally placed.” Figuratively,  it  also
denotes that which is “anomalous,” “unusual,” “odd” (“eccentric,  adj.”).  The double
manoeuvre that characterises the design of Wayward Girls and Wicked Women, I would
argue, is to be understood in exactly these terms. In its simultaneous definition and
nullification of  centre,  Carter  does  not  simply  challenge  the  supposed  axis  of  the
collection; by the same stroke, she prevents us from identifying any of the featured
texts as typical or exemplary of the subject matter upon which the anthology is built.
Instead, the design of the anthology—its construction with an unrealised and contested
core—indicates that the selection of stories has been prompted by their particular and
unusual  approach  to  the  theme.  It  draws  attention,  to  put  it  differently,  to  the
singularity of each of the pieces included in the collection. 
8 The rest of Carter’s introduction is invested in foregrounding precisely this aspect of
the anthology. In general,  her glossing of the featured texts draws attention to the
distinctive qualities in each of them, underlining what makes one of the stories unique
and distinguishable both from the rest of pieces included and from the bulk of women’s
short story writing more broadly. For instance, when Carter brings attention to the
opening story of the anthology, Elizabeth Jolley’s “The Last Crop,” she describes it as
one of the few texts featuring “female con-men in fiction” (xi). She thus singles out a
quality that marks text’s uniqueness rather than its connection with the rest of works
in  the  collection.  In  a  similar  fashion,  the  editor  remarks  upon  George  Egerton’s
“Wedlock” a propos of how the text reverses “in the oddest way,” expectations about
crime and punishment: “In a rather horrible way,” Carter writes, “[Mrs Jones’] crime is
not  her  punishment  but  the  instrument  of  her  reward”  (x).  And  in  addressing
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Katherine Mansfield’s contribution to the collection, “The Young Girl,” she chooses to
highlight how the “selfish, vain, rude” personality of its protagonist qualifies the story
as the only one being about a character who is “really evil” (ix). In this manner, the
explanations  systematically  emphasise  those  features  that  particularise  the  pieces
included in the anthology. At the same time, and as a consequence of this, they also
work  to  characterise  the  environment  of  the  anthology  as  marked  by  internal
difference  and  heterogeneity,  something  which  is  further  confirmed  by  the
geographical and historical background of the selected authors. Indeed, the collection
presents, without any chronological or topographical order, a total of eighteen stories
written over a period of approximately one hundred years and by authors from eleven
different nationalities, producing as a result a strikingly shifting textual space in the
juxtaposition of texts from very different time-space coordinates.3
9 This configuration is reinforced by the anthology’s exploitation of the formal qualities
of the short story genre. The ec-centric way in which Wayward Girls and Wicked Women
can be seen to approach its overarching theme is reproduced by an equally ec-centric
approach  to  the  short  story  as  a  literary  form.  That  is  to  say,  Carter’s  anthology
advances an idea of short fiction that eludes normative definitions of the genre. One of
the longest texts included in the anthology, Ama Ata Aidoo’s “The Plums,” provides an
appropriate  starting  point  to  consider  this.  This  piece  about  the  development  of  a
relationship between a female African student on a state-sponsored visit to Germany
and  a  Bavarian  mother  and  housewife  is  realised  through  the  imbrication  of  two
distinct  narrative  voices.  On the  one  hand,  it  articulates  a  third-person,  externally
focalised  narrator  who  advances  the  action  of  the  story.  On  the  other,  a  speaker
internally focalised on the Ghanaian protagonist frequently interjects to convey, in the
form of digressions, the main character’s thoughts and to enter in conversation with
them. The swing from one voice to the other is signalled by a move from prose to verse
in the text, as can be found in its opening pages:
Sissie looked at the young mother and the thought came to her that
Here,





10 The text’s hybridity is further confirmed by the fact that “The Plums” was not
originally a short story but has been re-contextualised here as such: the piece first
appeared as the second chapter of Aidoo’s 1977 novel Our Sister Killjoy: or Reflections of a
Black-Eyed  Squint.  The  ambivalent  generic  status  and  hybrid  form  of  this  text  is
characteristic of the attitude to the short story of the anthology as a whole.
11 Indeed, the collection includes an array of short narrative texts that stretch and test
any  normative  definitions  of  the  short  story  as  a  genre.  Moreover,  through clever
juxtaposition and collocation of these different stories, Carter underlines the formal
contrasts between them. For example, Vernon Lee’s “Oke of Okehurst,” is an Edwardian
mystery tale that explores a woman’s obsession with inhabiting the lives of “a couple of
ancestors  of  hers,”  and  the  relationship  they  had  with  “a  poet  whom  they  had
murdered” (292). The text, which is one of the few stories in the collection embracing
the  supernatural  and,  running  for  around  fifty  pages,  also  represents  the  clearest
approximation to the novella genre in the anthology, is followed by Jamaica Kincaid’s
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lyrical  microfiction  “Girl,”  a  two-page  long  monologue  that  consists  of  a  set  of
behavioural instructions from a mother to her daughter. The pieces do not just differ in
terms of length, but also in terms of mode or style, with the realism of “Girl”—“Wash
the clothes on Monday and put them on the stone heap; wash the colour clothes on
Tuesday and put them on the clothes-line to dry” (326)—at odds with the fantastic
mode of Lee’s story. Two other contiguous stories, Suniti Namjoshi’s “Three Feminist
Fables” and Colette’s “The Rainy Moon,” also differ dramatically in length—the latter
piece being about forty-five pages longer than the former—, and this formal contrast
extends to their particular narrative voices,  point of  view and the use of  language.
Namjoshi’s retellings of classic stories are narrated in a third-person objective voice
who uses satire to bring forth the fables’  socio-political  meaning: at the end of the
author’s take on “Bluebeard,” for instance, the nobleman is said to kill his fifth wife
because she did not enter the forbidden room, and to plead “provocation” at the trial
(86).  Conversely,  Colette’s  auto-fiction  of  a  woman-writer  who,  after  many  years,
fortuitously  revisits  the  apartment  she  occupied  right  after  the  breakdown  of  her
marriage, is narrated in the first-person and constitutes an exercise in developing, a la
Proust,4 a way of speaking about the psyche, memory and subjectivity: “My hidden past
climbed the familiar stairs with me … rearranged furniture on its old plan, revived the
colours of the ‘rainy moon’ and sharpened a weapon once used against myself” (114).
Lastly, a similar effect is produced by the juxtaposition of Andrée Chedid’s “The Long
Trial” and Carter’s “The Loves of Lady Purple,” where dissonance is generated at the
level of narrative structure. Chedid’s story of a mother who brings the husbands and
wives of her small village closer together by challenging religious authority articulates
a single plot-line that progresses from the presentation of a disadvantageous situation
to its successful resolution, in which a moral regarding the power of people’s unity is
codified. This realisation, which aligns the text with the architecture and conventions
of traditional storytelling, stands out against the remarkably complex design of Carter’s
own contribution. “The Loves of Lady Purple” is built upon the interplay between an
embedding story—about a puppet-master and his travelling show—and an embedded
story—about  his  sexually  promiscuous  marionette—the  limits  of  which  are  blurred
when “the sleeping wood [wakens]” (264). Beyond the interweaving of two narrative
planes, the story’s ending, which shows the now living puppet’s inability to carve out a
life different from the one she lived under the puppeteer’s control, also short-circuits
the possibility of a progressive reading that intensifies the text’s contrast with Chedid’s
piece. In this way, the arrangement as much as the selection of texts in the anthology
frustrates  attempts  to  identify  a  generic  centre  or  norm for  the  short  story.  They
problematise  the  location  of  a  paradigmatic  manifestation  of  the  short  form  and
highlight,  instead,  the  formal  particularity  and  individuality  of  each  text,  thus
underscoring the anthology’s status as a highly fragmented textual space.
12 The displacement of thematic and formal centres that characterises Wayward Girls and
Wicked  Women is  directly  linked  to  the  notion  of  womanhood  that  the  anthology
presents  us  with.  Indeed,  the  ec-centric  design  of  Carter’s  collection  underlies  the
anthology’s take on female identity. The stories included in the anthology are not just
written by women but are also about them in the sense that mothers, daughters and
sisters are invariably the main characters of the texts and often their narrators. In this
way, the selected texts constitute a wide sample of women’s writing as well as an array
of  female  figures.  Accordingly,  the  way  in  which  Carter’s  anthology  works  to
individualise  its  contents  in  terms of  theme and form—through editorial  selection,
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introduction and juxtaposition—extends into an individualisation of the women who
are  protagonists  or  narrators  in  the  stories  themselves. My  commentary  on  “The
Plums” has already suggested this. The use of verse that distinguishes this piece from
the rest of texts in the anthology also singularises its main female character.  Since
versification is used to engage with and communicate the protagonist’s interiority, the
story’s  distinctive  realisation  expresses  the  distinctive  form  of  the  character’s
consciousness. It grants her thoughts a poetic realisation that singles her out from the
rest of the female figures in the anthology. Similarly, I  have described how Carter’s
glossing of “Wedlock” emphasizes the extraordinary way in which the story subverts
conventional approaches to crime and punishment. The rewarding feeling with which
the text’s main character is imbued, after murdering her three stepsons, is remarked
upon  to  distinguish  both  Egerton’s  story  and  its  main  protagonist  from  the  other
stories  and  women  in the  anthology.  To  give  another  example,  Carter  also  draws
attention to the uniqueness of “The Last Crop” or “The Young Girl” by highlighting
qualities that derive from the women starring the narratives:  the atypical  con-man
status of the female protagonist in the case of the former text and the exceptional
evilness of the central character in the case of the latter. Lastly, the intricate formal
realisation  that  sets  out  “The  Loves  of  Lady  Purple”  from the  other  stories  in  the
anthology is also enmeshed with the singularly ambiguous identity of the marionette-
woman at the heart of the narrative.
13 The fundamental heterogeneity of female characters depicted in the anthology is of a
kind with the changes in the understanding and conceptualisation of gender identity
brought about by the advent of poststructuralist thought into gender theory around
the time Wayward Girls and Wicked Women was first published. In Gender, Harriet Bradley
explains how in the second half of the 1980s feminism entered a “self-reflexive mode”
and  became  increasingly  suspicious  of  its  own  essentialist  assumptions  about
womanhood, which not only made alternative forms of feminine identity invisible, but
risked reproducing the “fundamental mechanism[s] of power” on which sexism and
imperialism operate (Bradley 65, Alcoff 415). In this context, poststructuralism’s ideas
that  “the  world  is  only  intelligible  in  discourse  .  .  .  [that]  there  is  no  unmediated
experience,” and that, as a consequence, we have “no access to the raw reality of self
and  others”  (Belsey  660),  proves  instrumental  in  allowing  for  a  reconfiguration  in
understanding gender. Specifically, it provides a theoretical framework to debunk the
belief in a natural core to the subject (Alcoff 415) and to reveal identity groupings or
labels  such  as  “women”  as  constructions  standing  for  radically  fragmented,
discontinuous and multifarious realities. Judith Butler’s watershed formulation of the
same idea defines the concept of a stable gender as a fabricated “fiction” which comes
to be regarded as authentic or natural through the repeated performance of certain
“acts” (900-01). The reaction to essentialism, Bradley further argues, gives way in the
period to a shift from margin to centre of the different, non-normative experiences of
womanhood. In other words, we could say that a move takes place from general or
universal understandings of womanhood to localised or individualised views of female
identity.  A  new  paradigm  emerges  marked  by  the  tendency  towards  “splitting  of
women into ever tinier and more distinct groups, and eventually to a kind of ‘hyper-
individualism’” which also gives rise to the emergence of multiple feminisms (Bradley
79).  My analysis of Wayward Girls  and Wicked Women situates Carter’s anthology as a
participant  in  this  process.  The  collection’s  ec-centric  design  works  to  advance  a
radically non-essentialist notion of “women” which partakes in, and in some ways can
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be  thought  to  anticipate,  the  poststructuralist  turn  in  gender  theory  and  the
understanding of identity more broadly.
 
The Anthology and “Minor” Literature
14 Carter’s approach as an editor to the representation of feminine identity in Wayward
Girls and Wicked Women has evident parallels, as I have already suggested, in her work as
an author. Linda Hutcheon, for example, has noted how the identity of the half-swan
half-woman protagonist  of  Nights  at  the  Circus  (1984)  straddles “the border between
imaginary/fantastic . . . and the realistic/historical” thus resisting traditional ideas of
gender-formation,  and  making  Fevvers  remain  a  distinctively  complex  character,
irreducible to any single categories of identity (61). Linden Peach gives a comparable
analysis of the twin showgirl heroines of Carter’s 1991 novel, Wise Children. He argues
that these characters are constantly invested in subverting expectations about their
identity  as  individuals,  and  as  women  more  specifically,  exposing  thereby  the
constructedness  of  gendered  identity  (148).  More  generally,  Sarah  Gamble  has
described  Carter’s  writing  since  the  publication  of  Fireworks in  1974  as  being  pre-
eminently  concerned  with  the  “destruction  of  the  single,  unified  subject”  whereby
“‘Woman’ becomes ‘women’ in all  their  infinite,  often contradictory,  variety” (Front 
156). These comments invite us to consider Carter’s use of the anthology as part of a
broader narrative about the development of her ideas on gender identity. Indeed, this
argument is reinforced by the fact that Carter’s conceptualisation of feminine identity
through  her  editorial  project  in  Wayward  Girls  and  Wicked  Women finds  significant
continuation in her next and last anthology, The Virago Book of Fairy Tales, published in
1990. In her introduction to this latter collection, Carter admits that she has curated a
female-centred text that foregrounds the multiplicity of, and differences between, its
female figures. She thus puts forward an understanding of gender analogous to the one
embodied by Wayward Girls and Wicked Women:
I haven’t put this collection together from such heterogeneous sources to show that
we are all sisters under the skin . . . I don’t believe that, anyway. Sisters under the
skin we might be,  but that doesn’t  mean we’ve got much in common. Rather,  I
wanted to demonstrate the extraordinary richness and diversity .  .  .  with which
femininity, in practice, is represented in ‘unofficial’ culture. (xiv)
15 Both this account and my analysis point to the need to reconsider the importance of
the anthology in Carter’s production as a genre that both participates in, and opens up
new possibilities for her engagement with questions of gender.
16 However, rather than fleshing out a revaluation of the anthology in the bulk of Carter’s
production, in this article I am more interested in connecting Wayward Girls and Wicked
Women (and, incidentally, her Book of Fairy Tales) with a different set of literary works.
Carter’s  collection  is  one  among  many  short  story  anthologies  that  Virago  Press
published in the late 1980s and early 1990s5.  In 1989, for instance, Lisa St. Aubin de
Teran  edited  Indiscreet  Journeys:  Stories  of  Women  on  the  Road;  in  1992,  Georgina
Hammick’s Virago Book of Love and Loss was first published; and in the following year,
both Elaine Showalter’s Daughters of  Decadence:  Stories  by Women Writers of  the Fin-de-
siècle and Shena Mackay’s Such Devoted Sisters: An Anthology of Stories appeared almost
simultaneously. Although they do so through varying strategies, all these collections
present us with ec-centric textual grounds which frustrate the possibilities to locate an
essential representation of feminine identity. In her foreword to Such Devoted Sisters, for
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example, Mackay emulates Carter by ironically apologising for not having included a
story  about  what  she  considers  the  thematic  core  of  her  anthology:  “There  is  one
obvious categorical omission from what is a catholic selection but was intended to be a
broader church,” she writes, “there is, mea culpa, no story about nuns” (5). Moreover,
she  also  problematises  the  generic  claim of  her  collection’s  subtitle,  “Anthology  of
Stories,” by including texts such as Christina Rossetti’s “Goblin Market,” the opening
chapters of  Elizabeth Gaskell’s  Cranford,  and a medley of  passages from Louisa May
Alcott’s  Little  Women  and  Good  Wives.  On  the  other  hand,  Hammick  opens  her
introductory  essay  by  undermining  and merging  the  meaning  of  the  two thematic
categories that act as a rationale for her text in such a way that the identification of a
story  which  fulfils  them  exemplarily  becomes  impossible:  love  and  loss  have  a
“resolutely  abstract”  character,  as  she  puts  it,  and  the  fact  that  they  are  often
“associated in our minds” enhances their “elusiveness and ambiguity” (vii). Finally, the
historical  focus  of  Showalter’s  anthology  can  be  seen  to  work  to  the  same  effect:
“Decadence,” in her collection, denotes not a specific subject matter but a particular
literary movement which the editor describes as “invariably male” and “defined . . .
against  the  feminine  and  biological  creativity  of  women”  (x).  In  consequence,  her
selection of texts includes only stories from the fringes that either go against or offer
alternatives to the centre she identifies.
17 The proliferation of these kind of collections suggests that Carter’s text is part of a
literary culture that saw in the form of the anthology an opportunity to express new
ideas about gender. In The Anthology and the Rise of the Novel, Leah Price argues that the
form of the anthology “violates modern readers’ expectations that the material unit
(the book) should coincide with a verbal unit (the text)” (3). Instead, what this genre
grants us is a polyvocal composition whose parts tend towards the destabilisation of
centres of meaning. Whilst editors are usually seen as agents working to neutralise this
force, they also can stress it, and have, in fact, often done so. Barbara Benedict has
explained  how early  modern  English  anthologies,  before  they  became “a  home for
examples of the best of England’s talent,” were characterised by an accentuation of
what we could term a centrifugal thrust (212). She adopts Bakhtinian terminology in
order  to  describe  how  “Restoration  anthologies  allow[ed]  competing,  even
oppositional, voices or discourses to be heard within the same printed arena” (10). This
generated a textual space that she characterises as a “feast” or “carnival,” in the sense
that it enacted a “subversive deferral of central authority” (221). Price reformulates
this  idea  by  referring  to  “the  liberating  potential  of  [the  anthology’s]  combinatory
structure,”  which  allows  it  to  “challenge  prevailing  models  of  authorship”  and
authority (3). These critical approaches provide an illuminating insight into the ways in
which the editors of the anthologies of women’s writing in the 1980s and 1990s have
exploited the potentially subversive form of the anthology to create ec-centric texts
that contest essential or authoritative notions of feminine identity.
18 However  useful,  though,  these  approaches  describe  the  work  that  anthologies  in
general are able to do rather than the more specific ways in which women-only short
story anthologies can operate. In order to make Price’s and Benedict’s ideas speak more
directly  to  the  particular  kind of texts  this  study  addresses,  their  accounts  can be
productively  linked  to  discussions  about  gender  and  the  short  story  as  a  form  of
“minor” literature.  In  their  introduction to British  Women Short  Story  Writers,  Emma
Young and James Bailey draw attention to the fact that one of the characteristic traits
of short fiction as a literary form is its resistance to stable definitions (12). They argue
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that such resistance grants the genre a perpetual marginality that, on the one hand,
can  be  seen  to  reflect  the  experience  of  women  in  society.  On  the  other,  this
marginality has allowed and continues to allow women a space from which to produce
literature  that  not  only  does  not  subscribe  to  the  “main,”  male-dominated literary
modes of the novel or lyrical poetry but challenges them (16). Their contentions echo
both Clare Hanson’s and Mary Eagleton’s reasonings on this same topic developed in
their  essays  included  in  the  collection  of  critical  pieces,  Re-reading  the  Short  Story.
Hanson,  for  example,  writes  that  “[t]he  short  story  has  been  from  its  inception  a
particularly appropriate vehicle for the expression of an ex-centric alienated vision of
women” (3). And Eagleton, in turn, remarks that
Many critics  of  the  short  story  have stressed that  .  .  .  it  holds  a  marginal  and
ambiguous position in literary culture, and that it is peopled with characters who
are in some way at odds with dominant culture . . . Although none of these critics
actually mention women . . . we can see in the image they offer of the short story
writer  and  character—non-hegemonic,  peripheral,  contradictory—a  reflection  of
the position of women in patriarchal society. (62)
19 In his article on Alice Munro, “Story into History,” Adrian Hunter conceptualises this
further by proposing that short fiction could be thought of in terms of Deleuze and
Guattari’s concept of “minor” literature. Summarily, this denotes a literature whose
off-centeredness is deliberate and constitutes an alternative to, and critique of, “major”
discourses and genres, and the hierarchies of their organisation (220-21). In accordance
with  this,  Hunter  argues  that  the  form has  been susceptible  to  the  “inscription  of
female alterity” (119), yet, at the same time, he suggests that this makes the short story
particularly liable to express any kind of counter-narrative, not simply that of women
in relation to  patriarchy.  To  put  this  more  clearly,  we  could  say  that  the  “minor”
character  of  the  short  form  makes  it  especially  well-suited  to  oppose  any  sort  of
centralised  and  centralising  discourse.  In  the  light  of  this,  and  in  relation  to  my
analysis, the anthology can be conceived as a textual format with the capacity to both
bring to the fore and exploit the “minor” quality of the short story genre. The form’s
potential to disperse authority reinforces, as we have seen, the specificity of each of its
components, and creates meaning out of their resistance to partake in any overarching
narrative.
20 Such characterisation goes against traditional approaches to the anthology, which have
tended to see the genre as complicit  with structures of  power and their reification
(Price 3). Because of their typical investment in processes of canon formation, these
texts  are  often  regarded  as  participants  in  the  development  and  institution  of
hegemonic narratives. Yet, my study shows that the form also allows for a different
articulation, and proposes that attention to this is key to understand the full scope of
the  work  that  these  texts  have  performed  and  continue  to  perform  in  culture.  In
particular,  this  realisation  calls  for  a  revaluation  of  the  role  of  the  short  story
anthology—and,  by  extension,  of  the  short  story  itself—in  the  development  of
discourses of gender theory and questions of gender formation. Not only did the genre
create  a  space  where  new  and  changing  ideas  of  gender  were  accommodated  and
disseminated, the proliferation of short story anthologies with an ec-centric design in
the 1980s and 1990s suggest that these texts also contributed to the shift in thinking
about gender that occurred at the time. Indeed, as I hope to have demonstrated, the
editorial  processes of  selection,  introduction and juxtaposition in Wayward Girls  and
Wicked Women and similar anthologies indicate that the short story anthology played an
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active  role  in  the  process  of  conceptualising  the  feminine  as  a  non-essential,
fragmented and multifarious category.
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NOTES
1. See, for instance, Andrew Levy’s study The Culture and Commerce of  the American Short Story
(45-48) and Paul March-Russell’s Short Story: An Introduction (53-65). 
2. Sarah Gamble identifies the Fireworks’ story “Flesh and the Mirror” as an early example where
this concern is preponderant, and suggests that Carter’s interest in “vacillating perspectives”
and  the  “possibilities  of  performance”  exerted  an  “increasing  influence  on  [her]  fiction,”
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attaining a marked centrality in the later novels, The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffmann, 
The Passion of New Eve, and Wise Children (Literary 113-14). See also Hutcheon, and Peach, below. 
3. Additional substantiation of this point can be found in Edmund Gordon’s recent biography, The
Invention of Angela Carter, where he reports that the original project of Wayward Girls and Wicked
Women was to include stories by Christina Stead, Isaak Dinesen and Mavis Gallant which, for
copyright reasons, were finally omitted (354-55). The fulfilment of this initial plan would have
elevated to thirteen the number of nationalities included in the collection. 
4. Proust is, in fact, specifically evoked in “The Rainy Moon”: 
the sudden apparition of a new, unpublished slice of the past is accompanied by a shock unlike
anything else and which I cannot lucidly describe. Marcel Proust, gasping with asthma amid the
bluish haze of fumigations and the shower of pages dropping from him one by one, pursued a
bygone and completed time. (92)
5. It is worth noting here the distinct feminist background of Virago, founded by Carmen Callil,
and whose board of directors in these years included Rosie Boycott and Marsha Row, founders of
the agenda-setting feminist magazine, Spare Rib, which serves to better understand the house’s
involvement with the development of discourses of gender-formation at the time.
ABSTRACTS
À travers l’analyse de la manière dont Angela Carter a conçu et composé l’anthologie Wayward
Girls  and Wicked Women (Filles  indociles,  Femmes mauvaises,  1986),  le présent article poursuit un
double  objectif :  premièrement,  il  soutient  que  la  forme  de  l’anthologie  fournit  à  Carter  un
contexte  unique  qu’elle  utilise  savamment  pour  théoriser  et  développer  ses  idées  sur  des
questions d’identité de genre. À la lumière de cela, le rôle de l’anthologie en tant que forme de
publication est reconsidéré dans l’œuvre de Carter pour commencer ainsi à combler une lacune
au sein de sa critique, où son rôle d’éditrice d’anthologies a été largement ignoré. Deuxièmement,
l’article associe Wayward Girls and Wicked Women à une série d’anthologies de la même trempe,
publiées par Virago Press à  peu près à  la  même période.  Mises côte à  côte,  ces  publications
montrent  que  l’anthologie  de  nouvelles  dédiées  aux  femmes  a  activement  participé  au
changement de paradigme concernant les conceptualisations de l’identité de genre qui a eu lieu
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